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EMPTY GLASS

A Midnight Conversation

by Dennis Wammack

What I write and why were forged on a bench near
a statue by a stream in my backyard under predawn light.

My backyard is a beautiful tiny national forest
located in a suburban, middle-class subdivision with steeply wooded
lots. It’s an acre of hard-to-navigate land that slopes steeply to
a drainage ditch I call a “wet weather creek.” The creek is filled
with running water except in the heat of summer. I'm not sure where
it empties.

My neighbors have similar contiguous back yards
which I pretend are mine because visually they are, and only I can
easily get to the creek because only I constructed a navigable
pathway down the steep drop-off to get to it.

The stairway I built is constructed of
landscaping timbers, pavers, concrete stepping stones, and
superglue. It's a real fine example of Southern engineering. I
placed a park bench at the foot of my not-up-to-code stairs.
Further down, on the gentle slope midway between my bench and the
creek, I placed a statue of the serene Buddha on a mossy knoll
under a tree. I looked for a statue of Jesus, but they all reminded
me of a British duke praying that his stock prices would go up. I
went with the Buddha. I hope Jesus forgives me.

After a hard day of drinking coffee and
sometimes playing bridge, if the night is beautiful, I will take a
bottle of wine down to my park bench. Sometimes the creek babbles.
Sometimes owls’ call. My wife does not drink nor like the hike to
the bottom of the lot. I, therefore, drink alone. I would share my
wine with the Buddha, but he doesn’t drink. There was a time when I
would take two wine glasses to my sitting spot in case someone
joined me—one of my children, a neighbor, a relative, a drinking
buddy, a friend. No one ever came.

That no one ever came was not a problem. I enjoy
my own company and take counsel in my own thoughts. My problem is
the words can’t get out of my head because they are never
verbalized.

One particular evening, I stood on my deck and
looked down at my backyard. The thunderstorm had passed, and the
solar-powered pathway lights were beginning to come on. There were
fireflies. My wife was out of town at one of her bridge
tournaments. The evening promised to be profoundly beautiful. I
usually drink Merlot or Cabernet. That night, I selected a Malbec.
I took the Malbec to my park bench.

Ironically, I took only one glass.

Generally, a half bottle of wine is all I drink.
I feel the glow but can still converse coherently. I can handle a
full bottle, but its effect is more extreme. That night, I drank
the entire bottle. I finished it close to midnight. Only a few
random pathway lights remained glowing. I sat planning my walk back
up the long, now treacherous, stairs to my home. Warmth encompassed
my body, my mind, and my soul. I glanced toward the Buddha and
said, "Good night, Buddy." I rose to leave.

And then—the figure appeared—walking slowly beside the creek. A walking shadow at
midnight in my backyard. I reached for the neck of the wine bottle.
In the darkness, I clumsily brushed the bottle, knocking it to the
ground Without a weapon, I screwed my courage to self-confident
arrogance and thought, gut it out, little soldier, don't show
fear, it's only a crazed killer.

The shadow stopped at the end of my brick path,
the Buddha between us. “Hellooo,” the crazed killer called out. “I
didn’t mean to startle you. My topology map shows the golf course
crossing to be about half a mile down this drainage ditch. If I can
get that far, I won’t have to trespass on other people’s property.
In my defense, let me say that I am far from any homes, and I
hardly expected anyone to be up at this time of night, especially
down by this drainage ditch.”

“Wet weather creek,” I corrected with feigned
confidence.

“Yes,” he laughed. “Down by your wet weather
creek. My name is Mr. Bubb, but my friends call me Bubba, and
hiking is my passion. I have probably hiked every mountain and
every valley in the world. I was passing through your city and
pulled into your country club. I could not resist exploring this
magnificent topology. It is a beautiful area in a beautiful
city.”

Bubba, you don’t accidentally stumble across
the country club, and I seriously doubt that you happened to have
an area topology map with you. I need to get the hell out of
here!

“Thank you. You're very kind. I would offer you
some wine but, as you saw, I accidentally knocked it over. Now
excuse me, but it’s late. I better retire for the evening.”

I wondered if I dared turn my back on him. I
tentatively stepped toward my stairway.

He replied, “Yes, of course. I certainly don’t
wish to detain you, although a glass of Malbec would have been
nice.”

With curiosity and a tinge of fear, I asked,
“Malbec? How did you know it was a Malbec?”

“The bouquet—blackberry, plum, black cherry, a
little leather, and violets, the amount of tannin. It’s a clear
night. The aroma carries well.”

“Connoisseur?” I asked, impressed.

“Oh, yes,” he laughed. “A passion of mine. All
the fruit of the grape, but especially the brandies and cognacs."
He paused. "I realize this to be an uncomfortable situation, but I
assure you that I am no cat burglar or crazed sociopath. I am just
your average insanely rich, well-bred, highly educated, gentleman
who enjoys the glory of hiking at night across beautiful land. I
also enjoy intelligent conversation. Will you trust me enough to
share a glass of Louis XIII cognac? It’s quite smooth. I won't ask
to sit on your park bench with you. That would make you nervous.
But you could sit on the bench, and I could sit on those glorious
steps.” He made no motion to come closer.

“As best I remember, I haven’t said an
intelligent thing since you got here. The steps are certainly not
glorious, plus you would be blocking my escape route if things got
weird—weirder. Bubba, you must admit things are not adding up
here.”

He laughed the perfect laugh. "Maybe I am a
figment of imagination generated by a mellow mind. This I can
neither confirm nor deny. But you don’t appear to be frightened. A
little concerned, perhaps. On the other hand, I suspect that you
enjoy meaningful conversation, and I know you would enjoy my
cognac. Make a risk-reward calculation and let me know whether you
want me to leave or to stay and share my cognac.”

This is ridiculous. He is not a figment of a
‘mellow’ mind. On the other hand, it's hard to believe that I am
having a chance encounter with a nut case in my backyard at
midnight.

Suddenly, I was supremely confident. I suspected
that every word he had said was designed to make me so, but I was
engaged. I said, “I’ll sit on the steps for easy escape. You sit on
the bench."

He laughed the perfect laugh.

I moved to the steps and sat down. He removed
two glasses and a bottle from his backpack. He then walked past the
Buddha toward the park bench and, passing me without slowing,
handed me an exquisite goblet. Even in the darkness, I knew it was
exquisite.

“Murano glass,” he said. “From back in the day
when that meant something—the finest glass
in the world. Even today, no one can match it. Feel it. Fits your
hand perfectly. Feels fragile, but you can’t break it. Perfect
weight. Perfect heft. Perfect balance. A perfect vessel for fine
cognac. And now, of what shall we talk?”

“Cabbages and kings?” I offered.

“Not kings. Cabbages maybe. They're more
complex." He paused, then asked., "What do you do?” as he opened a
fancy bottle, extended it toward me, and filled my tumbler.

“I move sticks and moss around, pull English
ivy, play a little duplicate bridge, dabble in writing short
stories—that sort of
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